Equality for blind and partially sighted people
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· The issues discussed in this factsheet apply across the United Kingdom. Some issues are within the remit of European Union institutions. 

1. Summary

Despite equality and human rights legislation, there is discrimination throughout society that excludes and marginalises blind and partially sighted people. Public authorities must take responsibility for tackling discrimination and promote positive attitudes towards disabled people, including those who are blind and partially sighted. Private organisations, including retailers and manufacturers must also ensure full and equal access to services so that goods and services are inclusive and available to all. Recent developments in public policy pose further questions about both the UK Government and also EU institutions' commitment to disability equality.

2. Issues in detail

a. Equality Bill

· The Equality Bill was introduced in the House of Commons in May. It brings together current legislation on disability, race and sex, combining it with new provisions that cover discrimination on other grounds, such as age, religion and belief, sexual orientation and transgender status.

· During the Bill's Committee Stage in the House of Commons, a number of MPs raised concerns in relation to protection for disabled people. For example the Equality Bill was not clear that to create equal opportunity for disabled people, public bodies could treat disabled people more favourably than non-disabled people and that this is permitted. 

· Following the House of Lords case of Malcolm V London Borough of Lewisham, disabled people's ability to take cases alleging disability related discrimination was seriously undermined. The Government's intention was to resolve this through the new concept of Discrimination Arising from Disability. However, the wording in the Bill still meant that disabled people could be left having to deal with complex legal considerations around whether they were treated less favourably than a real or hypothetical "comparator".

· The Bill will have its final debate in the House of Commons in October, where the Government has promised a number of amendments. RNIB welcomes the Government's plans to clarify a number of important points relating to protection for disabled bill. It is important these outstanding concerns are addressed before the Bill moves to the House of Lords for further consideration.

b. Equal Treatment Directive

· European Commission proposal: Organisations of disabled people have long campaigned for a non-discrimination directive that covers disability. Our belief is that combating discrimination against disabled people in Europe requires a comprehensive and trans-national legal framework, building on the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD). 

· Draft Directive: After much lobbying, the European Commission proposed an Equal Treatment Directive extending protection outside employment and vocational training in summer 2008. The proposed EC Directive is designed to prohibit discrimination on the grounds of religion or belief, disability, age and sexual orientation.

· The future impact: Evidence shows that disabled people experience discrimination not only in the field of employment, but also in other areas such as public transport, education and access to goods and services, all of which directly affect their employment potential. 

· UK Government action: We are looking to the UK Government to take a strong lead in negotiations at EU level, in order to preserve the disability provisions set out in the proposed Equal Treatment Directive. MEPs were consulted on the draft and the European Parliament reached a positive vote in April 2009. European Ministers in all 27 Member States now have to reach unanimous agreement on the final draft in order for the proposal to be adopted. 

· Manufactured goods: The draft Directive covers the manufacture and design of products, which are not covered by the Disability Discrimination Act (DDA) at present. The proposed EU legal framework would provide strong leverage to ensure the mainstreaming of accessibility features in manufactured goods throughout the EU.

c. Accessible information

· Digital age: With the advent of new information and communication technology (ICT), the potential to access information is unparalleled. Regrettably a number of significant barriers to accessing these technologies remain. Blind and partially sighted people face particularly severe obstacles, impacting on their use and enjoyment of digital technologies. 
· E-Inclusion: New ICT provides a unique opportunity to make access to information a reality for 30 million blind and partially sighted people in the EU. Unfortunately, despite commitments made by EU ministers in 2006, e-inclusion has yet to become a priority on the EU agenda. 

· MEPs contribution: The fast pace of technological development is increasingly excluding more categories of the population, including blind and partially sighted people. Over the last 5 years, the Commission has produced several communications and studies, all highlighting the need to make progress, but has failed to deliver. MEPs should support our call for legislative action to ensure that e-accessibility, web-accessibility and e-inclusion become a tangible reality for blind and partially sighted people.
3. What is RNIB calling for?

Equality Bill

RNIB remains concerned that some of the wording in the Equality Bill is not explicit, leading to the possible conclusion that duties and provisions relating to disabled people have been weakened. We look forward to the Government clearly setting out its intentions when they introduce amendments in October.

Equal Treatment Directive 

RNIB calls on the UK Government to take a strong lead in negotiations with its EU counterparts in order to preserve the disability provisions set out in the draft Equal Treatment Directive. In particular, we are calling on the UK Government to seize this unique opportunity to provide equal access to manufactured goods for disabled people.

4. Next Steps

For more information about how to get involved in RNIB’s campaigns contact:

RNIB Campaigns Hotline: 020 7391 2123

RNIB Campaigns mailbox: campaign@rnib.org.uk

To read RNIB's "Lost and Found" campaign report about improved support when people lose their sight, please go to the following link:

http://www.rnib.org.uk/campaigns

Other RNIB factsheets on our website can be found at:

http://www.rnib.org.uk/campaigns

· Supporting people when they lose their sight

· Enabling blind and partially sighted people to live independently

· Living with sight loss

· Working after sight loss

